Deaths involving the benzodiazepine flunitrazepam.
A study of eight deaths involving the benzodiazepine flunitrazepam was performed to assess the contribution of this drug to the fatalities. Coronial deaths in Victoria in the 2-year period to mid-1991 were selected in which either flunitrazepam or flunitrazepam and ethanol were the principal toxicological findings. All bodies were subject to a full autopsy by forensic pathologists, and a full toxicological examination. No significant pathology was found at autopsy in any case. Very high concentrations of 7-aminoflunitrazepam, a metabolite of flunitrazepam, were present in all cases. In four cases no other significant drug was detected, whereas in the other four cases there were significant concentrations of ethanol (mean 1.6 g/L). In these two groups of cases the concentrations of 7-aminoflunitrazepam were 0.45 mg/L and 0.16 mg/L, respectively. Only moderate levels of flunitrazepam were detected, suggesting that 7-aminoflunitrazepam is produced postmortem and may be an important marker of flunitrazepam usage. The causes of death in these eight cases were probably either flunitrazepam toxicity or a combination of flunitrazepam and ethanol toxicity. Only one case appeared likely to have been a suicide. Our observations in these cases suggest that flunitrazepam may cause death in the absence of other drugs or significant disease. The presence of ethanol reduces the amount of flunitrazepam needed to cause death.